























A Study of Wonhyo’s Popularization of Buddhism 
  Young-man WON
Abstract
   Officially recognized in the early 6th century, Sillan Buddhism began to play an active role in various social 
areas before spreading throughout the country. Due to its affirmative role in social development, Sillan Bud-
dhism came to be called National Buddhism or Nation Protection Buddhism. In this context, the era of Wonhyo 
is regarded as the time when a brilliant Buddhist culture was created after Silla unified the Three Kingdoms.
   Buddhism in the Silla Kingdom period had several unique characteristics. Early Sillan Buddhism tended to 
follow aristocratic Buddhism, which was centered on the Royal Family. However, in the Wonhyo period, Bud-
dhism gradually became more popular and widespread, reaching even the general public. Furthermore, during 
this period, the study of Buddhism developed significantly through the analysis of a variety of scriptures brought 
from China by student monks.   
   The popularization of Buddhism is often seen as targeting only common people. This perception would define 
Buddhism  according to class, or associate it with those of poor and low status. However, the Buddha taught 
never to discriminate among human beings but to embrace all beings. Consequently, the goal of Buddhism is to 
build Buddha Land and to encourage the wide social relevance or popularization of Buddhism. Hence, in this 
paper I attempt to discuss the popularization of Buddhism from the perspective of its social relevance, whether 
among the aristocrats or common people.          
  Another question that I address is “what does the popularization of Buddhism in Sillan society mean for us 
today?” In this essay, I attempt to examine whether it is possible to attain enlightenment through wisdom, merit 
and virtue increased through the practice of a genuine Boddhisattva, the genuine initial spiritual awakening of an 
ascetic, the genuine reflection of a layperson on real welfare, and the genuine practice of a Boddhisattva, an 
ascetic, and of the laity, with great vows as a disciple of the Buddha. 
   In an uncertain and uneasy society, it seems that Wonhyo’s universal “Hwajaengsasang” (Synthetic Philoso-
phy) is the very “Hwadu”(Koan) that delivers Korean Buddhist society faced with both domestic and 
international difficulties.  
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